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Abstract
While many Seventh-day Adventist students attend church-sponsored schools and universities, much
larger numbers enroll at public high schools and universities. Often public school students withdraw and
eventually disassociate themselves from a local church. In the campus environment, many students see
only two options: either they feel they have to withdraw from the campus and its culture in order to follow
Jesus, or they feel like they have to conform to the culture and forsake their faith. Thankfully, there’s a third
option—to follow Christ in culture. In order for this to happen, the student must both understand the campus
culture and adhere to a biblical worldview. This will enable students to not only survive, but to thrive and
affect their campuses for Jesus. Through first-hand experiences, interviews and observations, this tool will
help pastors, parents and campus-ministry leaders effectively disciple the students in their care by
addressing issues such as Biblical Worldview, Sabbath and Servanthood as ways to empower students to
reach their campuses. Students can follow Jesus in the culture of the public campus and affect it for God’s
glory.
Amy grew up going to Christian schools and
even attended a Christian university. She’d never
had a job or even attended a school outside the
Seventh-day Adventist school system. But one
Spring she decided to take a break from college and
move to Orlando, Florida, to participate in the
Disney College Program.
Amy soon discovered that her apartment
complex was the hub of Orlando’s college scene.
The Visa Way Apartments, which became her new
home, more than lived up to the nickname, “Vista
Lay.” For the first time in her 21 years, Amy came
into daily contact with people who were not Christfollowers.
Her first weekend, Amy found herself sitting
alone in her apartment thinking about how different
this place was from anywhere she had lived been
before. What kind of person did she now want to
be? How would she live with no one looking over
her shoulder? She had to make a decision about
how she was going to connect with this new culture
where everyone seemed to believe something
different.

What I Believe
What Amy experienced isn’t too different from
the situations many high school and university
students face in both private and public schools.
However, students who choose to participate in
public institutions and programs often experience
these types of dilemmas at greater intensity.
The latest statistics show that only 15 percent of
all adult SDA church members attended private
Adventist schools through college.1 This means that
85 percent of SDA young people, by the time they
reach college, will come to a point when they’ll have
to decide how to live outside the Christian
subculture.
While some might be alarmed at the above
statistics, I think they represent an exciting time
we’ve entered. They show that the majority of our
young people are on the fast track to being exactly
where they’re supposed to be: in the world
surrounded by non-Christians.2
Skyler, a junior at a public high school of 3500
students, illustrated this point. “When you’re a light
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in a dark room,” she said, “it’s different than being a
light in the sun. Private school students don’t have
that kind of opportunity.”
Students like Skyler understand they can actively
participate in the reign of God today on this earth.3 I
believe this “Good News” has the potential to
empower countless students to greatly affect their
campuses for Jesus.

Misperceptions
The common misperception today, however, is
that going to a public school is the worst thing that
could happen to Christian young people. They’re
often told that evil runs wild at public schools and
they should be careful not to get sucked in.
While these perceptions have some truth, they’re
not completely accurate. By using scare tactics to
protect students, we have made it seem like there
are only two options when attending a public
institution: 1) In order to follow Jesus, you must
withdraw from the public-school culture, or 2) if you
don’t withdraw, you’ll end up conforming. However,
neither of these options is biblical or Christ-like. It’s
time to consider a third option—following Christ in
culture.

Understanding a Biblical Worldview
If students are going to thrive on campus and
affect their peers for Jesus, they need to understand
a biblical worldview. This means recognizing that
God is active in all things and in all places. He has
placed us here and now so we can draw attention to
the fact that He is not far from any one of us.4
This worldview can be seen in Jesus’ message
that the kingdom is near.5 It’s also evident in the
apostle Paul’s practice of using the poets and
philosophers of his day6 to bring to light how God’s
reality was breaking into human history.7
Students attending public institutions have a
unique opportunity to reach the world because the
world has gathered at the campus. To make the
most of this opportunity, they must see the campus
with a biblical worldview and a missional mindset8
—viewing themselves as missionaries right where
they live9 and seeing all of life as a way of engaging
with God’s mission in the world.10
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Throughout Scripture, we can see examples of
individuals who looked at the wider culture with a
biblical mindset. The prophet Daniel, seeing God’s
hand in his circumstances11 and wanting
Nebuchadnezzar to know his God,12 excelled at
Nebuchadnezzar’s university. He was able to study
the culture of Babylon13 without withdrawing from
his faith or conforming to the fallen ways of the
Babylonians.14 In the same way, Paul studied the
culture of Athens to reach those who lived there.15
Jesus took the culture of a first-century Jew.16 The
call to 85 percent of our young adults is similar—be
schooled in culture to reach those in the culture.

Raising up Theologians
Chuck Bomar, in his book College Ministry 101,
points out how students go through a universal
identity crisis. As they move through various social
situations, their identities shift to fit their
circumstances. He notes that our job as leaders and
ministers is to help students move beyond their
temporary circumstances.17
Bomar suggests that we cultivate in our young
people the identity of a theologian, meaning “one
who studies God.” The theologian is someone who
processes her spiritual identity alongside her social
identity. She has a missional mindset and seeks
opportunities in which she can live out her identity
as a child of God. Bomar concludes, “The
Theologian can endure trials and changes in
circumstances because circumstances don’t define
her. She finds meaning in something that doesn’t
change, no matter the circumstances.”18
What is helpful in equipping young theologians
is not a program, but principles. Programs can’t
always be replicated because every context varies.
But theologians carry over their principles regardless
of the context. The following are three principles that
have been helpful to me.

Principle #1 – Free Students to Be a
Movement
Young adults don’t feel loyalty to an institution
or established sets of rules, but they do feel a desire
to follow Jesus. While an institution preserves
culture, movements create culture.19 I know
countless high school and university students who
want the freedom to create a new culture and
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interpret for themselves how their values are fleshed
out in real life.
For instance, take the way we have traditionally
taught students to observe the Sabbath. While many
have been taught that Sabbath is a day for
withdrawal and naps, Jesus taught the Sabbath was
a gift and a day to be active in doing good.20
Allowing students to create a movement means they
take Jesus’ values and principles, and then interpret
them to fit their context.
Ashley and Elizabeth approached me three
years ago with the dilemma of whether or not to quit
the cross-country team because they had to run on
Saturdays. I communicated to them the values of
Jesus and one guideline that the Sabbath is a day to
cease struggling to secure your place in the world.21
I said if they were running to win, run the other six
days of the week. But if they were running to be
Christ to their team, they should run. On hearing
this, a huge burden was lifted off of them. They
ended up running on the team, and on their off
weekends, they sometimes brought friends from the
cross-country team to church.
On the flip side, I have students like Ross who
come from very traditional families. He never
participates in events at his public school. But he
befriended fifteen-year-old Azad, who was a Muslim,
and after years of inviting Azad to his house and
bringing him to church, Azad had an experience
with God and became a follower of Christ. My point
is that values interpreted in different contexts by
different people will look different. We can’t impose
a one-size-fits-all approach.
The Sabbath is only one example. When we
arm students with values and a biblical worldview,
we open the door for Christ to create a movement
through them. What a contrast to burdening them
with the task of preserving a culture that may not
apply in their context. With a biblical worldview, they
will become a force in the world.

Principle #2 – Develop People
The first principle of freeing students to be a
movement only works in the context of developing
people. Whether it’s one’s biological family or
church family, people need intentional support to
develop, and that need starts early. A child’s moral

values are generally decided by the age of nine, and
foundational spiritual beliefs are typically ingrained
by age 13.22
As a youth pastor, I recognize that I’m part of
these students’ spiritual family. That’s why I visit
them on their campuses and meet their friends. I
have them over to my house. I ask their feedback
about how I can better equip them to be Christ at
school. Understanding their needs requires that I talk
less and ask a lot more questions.23
In one such conversation, I had about ten
students over to my house and asked them how
they felt about being a believer surrounded by nonbelievers. Almost every one of them said they felt
alone and told me they craved a forum to discuss
what they were going through. By asking questions
in a context of care and listening, I can help my
youth develop and live out a biblical worldview in
their specific contexts.
I live life with my students to offer that kind of
support. Whether it’s in a weekly small group or a
monthly get-together at someone’s house.
Developing people takes time and intentionality.

Principle #3 – Teach and Model
Servanthood
Azad recently said to me, “The Church could
teach how to serve people more, ’cause when you
serve, you get closer to God yourself, and you help
other people get closer.” Rather than focusing on
church attendance, emphasize serving others.
Teaching and modeling servanthood gives
young adults an everyday spiritual discipline to
practice. Liz, a freshman at a public university, was
concerned about what to do at parties since she
didn’t plan on drinking. I told her not to worry
because she already has something else to do—
serve. God hasn’t placed students like Liz in a
public setting to preserve themselves, but rather, to
lose themselves for the gospel.24 Erwin McManus
wrote in An Unstoppable Force:
The serving that we are called to requires
direct contact. You cannot wash the feet of a
dirty world if you refuse to touch it. There is a
sense of mystery to this, but it is in the serving
that the church finds her strength.25
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If we want our young adults to be “strong in
Christ,” the solution may not necessarily be another
Bible study. Jesus taught that true spiritual growth
comes when we do God’s will,26 which is to serve
our brothers and sisters in this world27 so they will
have evidence that what we believe is true.28
Teaching and modeling servanthood is about
cultivating a mindset of living for others, of meeting
others where they are. While some may view this
territory as unsafe, we have to ask ourselves a
question: If we as parents, pastors, and teachers
only train our kids to be in safe places, what will
they do when they inevitably find themselves in
dangerous places? More importantly, are we brave
enough to lead and instruct them into the dangerous
places for Jesus’ sake?29
What’s the point of being a Christian if you’re
not in the world? Why did Jesus leave the safety of
heaven and even come to this dangerous and sinfilled world? What did Jesus mean when He said
that if you wanted to follow Him, you had to deny
yourself and go where He led?30 What do we think
this is about anyway?

Conclusion
Think about the examples of the men and
women in Scripture who faced personal danger and
even death to reach their respective cultures—Paul,
Daniel, Joseph, the apostles. Most importantly, God
Himself embraced the first-century Jewish culture
through Jesus in order to save the world. Now His
story continues with us. He has called me to train
the students under my care to be Christ on their
campuses. He has called us all to be Christ and
lead others in our communities. May He give us
wisdom and courage as we train those entrusted to
us to follow Christ in culture.
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